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Introduction
This Concise Encyclopedia of Communication pre-
sents an authoritative and up-to-date account of 
the evidence in the dynamic and interdisciplinary 
field of communication, written by the best schol-
ars in the field and developed from the highly 
praised twelve-volume International Encyclopedia 
of Communication, first published in 2008.
Wikipedia or Communipedia? 
The Value of Authority
Even in academic circles one can often hear the 
argument that the time of encyclopedias is over. 
Wikipedia and the search results of Google or 
Yahoo have it all anyway – and they draw from 
different sources, thus operating in a more plural-
istic way. Indeed, Wikipedia and search engines 
are exciting steps forward in the documentation 
and sometimes even the creation of our knowl-
edge about the world. One can look up almost 
everything on the Internet, and many scholars, 
including myself, use these tools many times a 
day, e.g. for learning the meaning of a foreign 
term, the lifecourse of an important figure, or 
even the basic content of an unfamiliar theory.
But when it comes to topics that are more 
important, for one’s life or one’s work, topics that 
are crucial or even risky, we must address the 
question of which source we can rely on – be it 
with news about important issues or any other 
kind of knowledge. On the web things look pretty 
much alike, often fancy, and presumably ‘authori-
tative’. There is no visual and haptic authority 
against which they can be judged as there was in 
the pre-digital world. The print version of 
Encyclopedia Britannica, now itself history, did 
convey such an aura of the ultimate and best 
knowledge about everything. But with websites it 
is often difficult to distinguish the pros from the 
amateurs, the experts from the activists, or the 
neutral sources from PR.
This often difficult distinction of sources 
according to their credibility is of particular rele-
vance when it comes to scientific work. Students 
who write a thesis on a subject, scholars who want 
to explore the evidence in a field that is not their 
own specialty, or the general public looking for 
practical advice: they all need ascertained evi-
dence, evidence that is the best possible in the 
respective field, evidence that is not biased by a 
lack of competence, ideology, or economic inter-
ests. In short, they need the evidence that the 
most knowledgeable people in this area can come 
up with.
From a systemic point of view it is the core 
function of science to supply to society this best 
possible, ‘approved’ knowledge about an area; in 
the words of the late German sociologist Niklas 
Luhmann to apply the code “true/false” to asser-
tions about reality. These assessments enable 
other subsystems of society to make rational deci-
sions. Looked at from the individual’s point of 
view, scientific knowledge feeds our psychological 
control motivation: we want to understand things, 
explain what has happened and – even more impor-
tant in practical life – know what will happen 
when we do certain things, make decisions, be it 
investments or allowing our children to use cer-
tain media. Scientific evidence can supply this 
knowledge, and this is why social systems have 
always supported professions who supply this 
knowledge – in earlier times based on narratives 
that shamans and priests provided, since the 
Enlightenment predominantly based on system-
atic evidence as proposed by great scholars like 
Francis Bacon in the sixteenth and seventeenth 
century and Auguste Comte in the nineteenth.
Of course, it may happen that what is “true” 
today can be “wrong” tomorrow. And on many 
 topics there is no such approved, unanimously 
agreed-upon, evidence but only a provisional 
consensus, and sometimes not even that, but only 
a body of hotly debated evidence. But even the 
documentation of doubts and controversies rep-
resents scientific evidence. When scholars agree 
to disagree, be it on the role of man in climate 
change or on the effects of violent computer 
games – as they do in both cases – then at least we 
can say what we can about the phenomena to the 
best of our knowledge as of today. Knowledge 
needs the authority of the best experts in order to 
give orientation. And this is why an encyclopedia 
in an academic field like communication still 
makes sense. We sometimes call the different 
publications in this overall ICA/Wiley Blackwell 
project our “Communipedia” – rich and search-
able like Wikipedia but with the authority of the 
scientific community in communication.
The Interplay of People and 
Organizations
To live up to this standard requires people and 
organizations. Let me start with the organiza-
tions: this encyclopedia is an ICA product. The 
International Communication Association, with 
its now almost 4,500 members from some 80 
countries, constitutes the backbone of our scien-
tific community. At its conferences and in its pub-
lications (many of the flagship journals in the 
field are ICA journals) it assembles the most up-
to-date and relevant communication research 
worldwide. When we were working towards the 
completion of the twelve-volume IEC I started 
with the ICA divisions, used the expertise and the 
overview of the division heads to decide about the 
selection of headwords and of authors. Thus, the 
authority of ICA as our major scientific organiza-
tion is transferred to and validates all our different 
encyclopedias – 2015 will see the start of our new 
series of about 15 multi-volume sub-disciplinary 
encyclopedias of communication – and, we hope, 
these publications will contribute to the authority 
of ICA.
As some people believe that we don’t need ref-
erence works any more (see above) there are also 
some who think the business of academic publish-
ing has had its day. Having worked now for more 
than ten years closely with Blackwell (since 2007 
part of Wiley Blackwell) I have a clear view on 
the  central functions that publishing companies 
fulfill even in a digitalized world. Only the profes-
sionals at a commercial but academically com-
mitted company such as Wiley Blackwell have an 
expert view of the market and thus of what is 
needed in a particular field, supply and control the 
necessary procedures for bringing a publication 
from idea to print (online and offline), and have 
the know-how and the resources for marketing, 
especially when it comes to international markets. 
This business competence is, though, worthless 
without a commitment to research and to the 
 processes and standards of good academic work. 
Academic publishing companies would never be 
accepted by research community without this 
commitment. And here, Wiley Blackwell is cer-
tainly a special and extremely successful case. 
Wiley Blackwell publishes 1,400 peer-reviewed 
journals (and of course thousands of books) in 
cooperation with no less than 700 academic and 
professional societies – a clear indication of trust 
and an acknowledgement of the publisher’s exper-
tise and commitment.
If ICA and Wiley Blackwell are the organiza-
tional skeleton of this work, the authors and area 
editors are its flesh, its substance. An encyclope-
dia can only live up to the standards outlined 
above if the people who act as gatekeepers, judges 
of what is relevant to be covered, and who act as 
reporters on the state-of-the-art of a theory, con-
cept, or problem have the best knowledge of this 
respective field and the highest academic stan-
dards. Indeed, many of those who have played the 
role of area editor have been presidents of ICA or 
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regional and national associations, division 
heads, ICA Fellows, or carried out other func-
tions for which having a bird’s-eye view of the 
field is essential. And those who have contributed 
as authors are the people whose name the reader 
will find wherever he or she researches the cur-
rent literature on the subject; the key people in 
their area, the scholars who have done major 
research in their field and often the authors of 
milestone publications.
It is this interplay of these organizational and 
individual actors that in the end produces the aca-
demic authority of the ICA/Wiley Blackwell ency-
clopedias, in this case the Concise Encyclopedia 
of  Communication. Of course, it also needs a 
researcher/manager at the helm who knits this 
all together so that in the end a student any-
where in the world can open the volume or log 
in to the website through his or her library and 
be sure of finding the best possible approxima-
tion to “truth”, i.e. an authoritative and up-to-
date account of the evidence on the subject he 
or she is looking for.
The Difficult Field of Communication
Robert Craig starts the entry “Communication 
as a Field and Discipline” in this Encyclopedia 
with the sentence: “The modern field of commu-
nication is highly diverse in methods, theories, 
and objects of study.” Several intellectual tradi-
tions from the humanities and social sciences 
inform our field, and as a consequence, commu-
nication is anything but clearly defined – within 
countries and even more so between countries. 
What one encounters when starting as a student 
in a bachelor’s or master’s program in “commu-
nication”, or when investigating the research 
fields of a department with this name depends 
very much on the tradition and location of 
the  department and on the people running it. 
Different objects, different epistemologies, dif-
ferent theories, and different methods – the field 
is still struggling with its identity and many from 
outside question that it ever had one in the first 
place. The fact that this problematic field has 
grown in the last half century like almost no 
other discipline is the best argument against its 
critics. Obviously, there is a strong demand for 
the evidence that it can supply.
We have sought to represent the diversity of 
the field in this encyclopedia. As there are, for 
some matters, contending camps challenging 
each other’s methods and/or evidence, not 
every colleague will be happy about the selec-
tion of headwords and authors or the way a 
 subject is covered. But this reference work does 
not exist to make scholars happy: rather it aims 
to give students and other interested readers 
the  best possible, neutral account of research. 
The fact that reference works and handbooks 
have become popular in the field of communi-
cation shows that it has, despite its problematic 
identity and existing disputes, reached a certain 
maturity, something that was not there a few 
decades ago.
How We Have Proceeded
This single-volume Concise Encyclopedia of 
Communication (CEC) builds on the twelve-vol-
ume International Encyclopedia of Communication 
(IEC), published in 2008. The original printed 
version of the IEC had 1,339 entries ranging 
from  less than 1,000 to more than 6,000 words. 
Converting the IEC into the CEC meant pri-
marily three tasks: (1) selecting headwords, 
(2)  abridging the corresponding entries, and 
(3) updating their content.
As a first step the editor went back to the area 
editors of the IEC and asked them to name the 
50 percent of headwords they deemed the most 
important in their area and which, therefore, they 
would like to see printed in a concise reference 
work. Most area editors made this decision. In 
cases where they did not respond the editor 
stepped in. In addition, some fine-tuning was 
necessary in order to avoid overlap and give suf-
ficient coherence to the headword system. This 
resulted in 577 subjects covered by more than 500 
authors, about 43 percent of the subjects covered 
in the IEC.
As the publisher imposed a word limit for the 
overall volume, the next step required assigning a 
maximum word count to each entry. We have 
used three length categories for the CEC entries: 
400, 800, and 1,300 words, adding up to close to 
400,000 words of text for the entries for the whole 
volume. Again, these decisions had to be made 
against criteria of relevance and coherence.
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We contacted all authors of the entries that we 
kept for the CEC and asked them to abridge their 
original text to the assigned length and to update. 
As it could be anticipated that not every author 
would have the time or motivation to do so, the 
editor also offered to do this for him or her. This 
happened in one out of four cases. Thus, what the 
reader finds here is another product of a major 
part of the international scientific community in 
the field of communication.
Wolfgang Donsbach, Editor
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